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Introduction
Big game wildlife population increases have been reported in southwestern Montana 

over the past few decades (Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks data). This, along 
with shortages of year-round habitat on public lands and increased development on private 
lands (Wisdom and Thomas 1996), has caused increased use of private grazing lands. Big 
game wildlife species use private grazing lands, as well as public lands, and compete with 
livestock for forage, utilize stored hay, and damage fences (Lacey et al. 1993). This poses 
conflicts with ranchers who rely on their private grazing land resources to support livestock. 

Livestock grazing may alter succession and productivity of the plant community affect-
ing forage and cover for wildlife in a desirable or undesirable manner (Peek and Krausman 
1996). Research through Montana State University conducted on the Blackfoot Clearwater 
Wildlife management area, has shown wildlife habitat improvement with the use of fall cattle 
grazing. Up to 70% use removed unpalatable standing dead material, increasing the per-
centage of green vegetation the following spring without degrading the range (Short and 
Knight 2003). The presence of livestock may also alter distribution patterns and habitat use 
of wildlife species (Peek and Krausman 1996, Wisdom and Thomas 1996).

According to the 1994 Farm and Ranch Survey Summary (Saltiel and Faulkner 1994), 
over half of the respondents (54%) indicated that game animals seldom caused damage, 
34% indicated there was serious damage in some years, and 11% indicated serious damage 
in most years.

The Headwaters Resource Conservation & Development (RC&D) Big Game Committee 
conducted a survey with 858 landowners in southwestern Montana in 1989-1990 (Lacey et 
al. 1993). The majority of respondents to this survey reported that elk (Cervus canadensis), 
mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus), whitetail deer (Odocoileus virginia), and antelope (Anti-
locapra americana) populations had increased during the past ten years, and these species 
damage forage and crop yields. Areas that had higher populations were directly related to 
respondents desiring fewer numbers and allowing more hunting days on their private lands. 
Those respondents which were more dependent on agriculture also desired fewer animals 
than respondents with a more non-agricultural income source.

Surber and Alger conducted another survey (unpublished data), distributed to 50 ranches 
with 22 returned, in 1997 in cooperation with the Madison Conservation District. Although 
there were very few respondents, this survey indicated concerns over lost forage and re-
duced ability to manage grazing lands. 

The Southwestern Montana Grazing Lands Conservation Initiative (GLCI) Committee 
developed a third survey and sent it out to 1,803 landowners in the spring of 1998. Two hun-
dred and forty-five (14%) of those were returned. The southwestern Montana conservation 
districts chose to use this survey as a tool to develop workshops and promote local involve-
ment in private land wildlife management. Demographic data indicated that the majority of 
respondents have from 100 to 2,500 acres of private grazing land under their control, do not 
utilize a public grazing allotment, have beef cows and horses, and ranch as their primary 
livelihood. 

Results And Discussion
Results from the GLCI survey indicate how wildlife are utilizing private grazing land re-

sources in southwestern Montana and landowner perspectives regarding use of their private 
lands by big game wildlife. It also indicates the interest of landowners in technical assistance 
through workshops to develop ideas for managing wildlife and livestock to conserve grazing 
land resources on private lands.
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Overall, the majority of survey respondents (95%) in 
southwestern Montana indicated that their private land 
provides habitat for big game species in some way. Just 
over half (7) of those whose land does not provide habi-
tat for big game own from 1 to 50 acres, three others 
own from 51 to 100 acres, and two own from 101 to 
500 acres. One of the latter is strictly a grain producer 
so habitat would be limited for big game. Although big 
game may utilize the 1- to 50-acreage ownerships, they 
may not provide a significant source of habitat other 
than forage; but this is highly dependent on the type of 
cover present.

Private land is not only used as a feed resource 
(range, 82%, and/or riparian, 58%), but also as various 
habitat attributes for survival, such as breeding (60%), 
calving and fawning grounds (66%), and as a migra-
tion route (36%). It should be noted that all resources of 
a farming/ranching operation which are critical to eco-
nomic survival are utilized by big game species (i.e. hay 
fields, tame pastures, grain fields, hay stacks, etc.).

Respondents indicated that use of private land over-
laps in all seasons for livestock and each big game spe-
cies listed. These results are consistent with those dis-
cussed in the second paragraph above, in that whitetail 
and mule deer consistently have the greatest amount 
of overlap with livestock. Although use of private land 
by big game species overlaps throughout the year, it 
is considered to be tolerable by 74% and intolerable 
by 29% of the survey respondents who recognized big 
game to use their land. Three percent of the respon-
dents feel there are aspects of big game use that are 
tolerable and intolerable. Tolerance to big game use 
declines from 100% for respondents with 100 or fewer 
private acres to 43% for respondents with 7,500-10,000 
acres and increases again for respondents with 10,000 
to 30,000 private acres. This could be because small 
acreage landowners do not depend on the resource for 
their livelihood and therefore consider the aesthetics 
more valuable. For very large acreage landowners the 
effects may not be as severe because they are spread 
over a larger area. It is quite apparent that the major-
ity of even those respondents who depend on the re-
source for their livelihood consider big game use to be 
tolerable.

Research conducted through Montana State Uni-
versity on two southwestern Montana ranches indicates 
the effects of early and late spring grazing by elk on 
bluebunch wheatgrass, a native grass found on foothills 
rangeland (Brewer 2002). It was found that grazing in 
April did not decrease yield and vigor in June or July. 
Moderate grazing for 2 or more consecutive years in 
May decreased plant yield and vigor in June, and heavy 
spring grazing for three successive years decreased 
plant vigor in July. Implications of this research are that 
cattle grazing management does not need to be adjust-
ed to compensate for elk use in April, but management 
needs to be altered if elk successively use areas in 
May that are needed for cattle in June or July. Of those 
respondents who feel big game use is intolerable and 
indicated that big game grazing interrupts their grazing 
schedule (game graze forage resources of some pas-
tures before they are scheduled to be grazed according 
to their grazing system), 49% do not plan and 51% do 
plan, for big game use in their grazing land manage-
ment plan. Of those survey respondents that feel big 
game grazing interrupts their grazing schedule, 56% in-
dicated that their operation also includes a public graz-
ing allotment, whereas 44% do not have an allotment. 
Even though public allotments are used as a grazing 
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Antelope and deer.

Deer on hay.

The majority of survey respondents have both white-
tail (83%) and mule deer (74%) utilizing their private 
lands, while antelope and elk were sighted by roughly 
half of the respondents. This could be a result of deer 
utilizing more open areas so they are more readily seen, 
whereas elk and moose stay closer to the edge of dif-
ferent habitats where brush is available for hiding cover. 
It could also be due to population changes over time.



resource by private landowners, big game still impact 
the use of private land, and interrupt grazing practices.

A similar percentage of survey respondents whose 
operation is their primary livelihood (40%) indicated that 
they plan for big game use in their management plan 
compared to those respondents whose operation is not 
their primary livelihood (38%). Big game use of private 
lands is recognized by landowners regardless of their 
own dependence on private land resources. Although 
less than half of survey respondents adjust manage-
ment, big game still utilize private land at the expense 
of the resource.

Forty-five percent of survey respondents that feel 
big game use is tolerable consider the presence of big 
game to be a benefit since their family and friends hunt 
game species that use the private land. Only 5% con-
sider revenue from hunting and/or outfitting services 
to compensate for the costs big game impose. This 
low percentage may be due to a lack of landowners 
that provide guided hunting and/or outfitting services, 
or a lack of landowners that charge sportsmen to use 
their private land. Of those landowners that consider 
the presence of big game to be a benefit because of 
the hunting opportunities, the majority agree (48%) 
and strongly agree (29%) that hunting is an effective 
big game management tool. Most of those who feel 
guided hunts and/or outfitting compensate for costs big 
game impose (89%) also feel that hunting is an effec-
tive management tool. On the other hand, 81% of sur-
vey respondents that consider big game use to be in-
tolerable do not feel that the benefits big game provide 
compensate for their use of private land resources. Just 
over half of these respondents agree (36%) or strongly 
agree (21%) that hunting is an effective big game man-
agement tool. It is apparent that if landowners can per-
ceive some benefit from hunting big game species, they 
are more likely to utilize hunting as a management tool 
(Teer 1996).

A majority of survey respondents who consider big 
game use of their private lands to be intolerable indicated 
that 1) big game use is excessive and has a significant 
impact on their operation (73%), and 2) the presence of 
big game on private property is part of nature; however, 
they do not have a voice in game management which 
allows excessive populations to interfere with manage-
ment of their plant and water resources (72%). More 
than half of the landowners who responded to 1 and 2 
above agree (54% and 59%, respectively) and strongly 
agree (11% and 9%, respectively) that they could man-
age big game grazing on their private property better 
with additional information and non-biased technical 
assistance. Even when big game use is considered in-
tolerable, the majority of landowners realize it is part 
of nature and are willing to manage in order to reduce 
impacts big game impose.

Summary
Respondents to this survey of big game impacts on 

private grazing lands indicated that all big game spe-
cies, especially whitetail and mule deer, elk, antelope 
and moose, use their private lands in some way. It is 
not only used as a feed resource, but various habitat at-
tributes for survival as well. All resources important for 
the economic survival of a farming/ranching operation 
are utilized by big game species. Livestock and wildlife 
use overlaps on private lands throughout the year, but 
in spite of this, wildlife use is considered tolerable by the 
majority of respondents who recognized big game use 
on their land. Wildlife species still impact use by live-
stock on private lands even when public land allotments 
are being utilized. Only 40% of survey respondents plan 
for big game use in their grazing land management plan 
which indicates that big game are utilizing private land 
at the expense of the forage resource in some cases. 
Hunting is more likely to be used as a management tool 
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if landowners can perceive some benefit from allowing 
hunting on their property. The majority of respondents 
that feel big game use is intolerable realize it is part of 
nature, but are frustrated because they do not have a 
say in wildlife management and feel they could manage 
better with additional unbiased information.
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